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ABSTRACT 



Thomas Jefferson ranks among the most famous and most studied presidents, but few 
historical studies have focused on his scientific endeavors, particularly his work in 
natural history. By analyzing several of his writings, including the Notes on the State of 
Virginia and letters that pertained to mammoths and megalonyxes, this thesis explores the 
interrelationship between science and politics, especially in the context of nationalism. 
The emphasis Jefferson placed on the American incognitum — what would eventually be 
identified as the mastodon — reflected the emerging national consciousness of the future 
United States of America 
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Introduction 



Thomas Jefferson features prominently among the list of presidents that have 
captured the public’s attention. This is for good reason: he wrote the Declaration of 
Independence, played an active role in the early constitutional government, served as the 
third president of the United States, and arranged the Louisiana Purchase. Much literature 
has been published on Jefferson’s political and philosophic beliefs, his actions while 
president, and his life. One less-known aspect, and one much less examined by historians, 
though, is his passion for science. Encyclopedia Britannica, for example, barely mentions 
Jefferson’s scientific endeavors in its coverage of him. And while it is commonly agreed 
that Jefferson had a strong interest in science, historians have devoted little attention to 
the extent and impact of this interest. 

To be sure, historians have written about Jefferson as a scientist. Some, in fact, 
have emphasized that he was a talented scientist himself. In Jefferson and Science , Silvio 
Bedini described in detail both the complex interests and nature of Jefferson’s scientific 
work, which ranged from horticulture, to architecture, to paleontology . 1 In Scientific 
Jefferson Revealed, Martin Clagett also praised Jefferson’s scientific contributions . 2 Like 
Bedini, Clagett highlighted Jefferson’s patronage and interest in promoting science, most 
notably by founding the University of Virginia. Yet other scholars have instead been 
critical of Jefferson’s fame, and stressed how some of his contemporaries, such as 
Benjamin Franklin, were much more heavily involved in making scientific discoveries. 
For instance, Bernard Cohen in Science and the Founding Fathers noted that because 

1 Silvio Bedini, Jefferson and Science (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 15- 

16. 

2 Martin Clagett, Scientific Jefferson Revealed (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 

2009), 99-101. 
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